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There are Lies, Damned Lies and 
Romanticism:
A Classical Approach to the Problem of 
Theoria	1
Douglas Templeton
In	 a	 railway	 station	 in	 the	 north	 of	 England,	 some	 years	 ago	 now,	
three	nuns	left	the	train	and	moved	towards	the	ticket	barrier,	feeling	
in	 the	 folds	 of	 their	 garments	 as	 they	 did	 so.	When	 they	 reached	
the barrier, the first nun said to the ticket collector: ‘We’re Sisters 
of	 John	 the	Baptist…’.	 ‘Well,	 there’s	 a	 bloody	 lie	 for	 a	 start’,	 said	
the	 ticket	 collector.	Had	 the	 ticket	 collector	 read	Sir	Walter	 Scott’s	
novel,	Redgauntlet,	Chapter	XIII,	he	would	have	said:	‘Tell	that	to	the	
marines	…’.
Now	 there	are	nuns	and	nuns	 (some	of	 them	singing)	and	 there	
are	 sisters	and	sisters	 (some	of	 them	blood-related).	And	both	nuns	









the rally began, Bethge turned to his friend and was astonished to find 
that	 his	 hand	was	 raised	 in	 an	 enthusiastic	Nazi	 salute.	Bonhoeffer	
turned	to	Bethge	and	said,	‘Put	up	your	hand,	you	fool.’	
Not	every	occasion	for	telling	the	truth	is	an	occasion	worth	dying	




not	stay	for	an	answer.’	In	the	novel,	The Master and Margarita,	by	
Mikhail	Bulgakov,	there	is	a	scene	in	which	Jesus	and	Pilate	confront	
one	another;	a	scene	in	which	(if	I	read	the	chapter	aright)	Pilate	does	











In	 what	 sense	 does	 the	 novelist	 tell	 the	 truth?	 In	 what	 sense	 does	
Goethe,	the	dramatist,	tell	the	truth?	Or	Goethe,	the	autobiographer	in	
his	autobiography?	How	do	Truth and Poetry 2 go	together?	





a Philosophy of Art 4	(1925) and	The Principles of Art 5 (1938). There, 
especially	 in	The Principles of Art, we find that the business of the 
artist	is	the	imaginative	expression	of	emotion.	In	a	process	of	labour,	
of	parturition,	 the	artist	 struggles	 to	get	 something	off	his	 chest,	or	
her	bosom.	Insofar	as	the	expression	is	adequate,	it	is	true.	The	pen,	
the	brush,	the	chisel	have	moved	truly.	It	is	like,	for	the	philosopher,	


















On	 these	our	Romantics,	 the	Universe	 implodes	–	 the	Universe,	













In	 1799,	 Friedrich	 Schleiermacher	 (his	 name	 means	 ‘Veil	 Maker’	





Schleiermacher and his circle were certainly influenced by Spinoza). 
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to	being	or	 is	 at	 least	one	 candidate	 for	being	 the	beginning	of	 the	
Romantic	movement	–	or	of	what	(see	below)	should	perhaps	rather	
be	called	the	Romantic	Revival Movement.
Meanwhile	 here	 are	 one	 or	 two	 examples	 of	 the	 use	 by	
Schleiermacher	of	the	word	‘Universe’.	They	come	from	the	sterling	
translation	of	Schleiermacher	by	that	sterling	Scot.	
The	 quotations	 are	 introduced	 by	 a	well-known	 quotation	 from	





non-existence	of	matter,	and	 that	every	 thing	 in	 the	universe	





(The definition of ‘rebound’, in Johnson’s Dictionary,	is	as	follows:	
‘to fly back in consequence of motion impressed and resisted by a 
greater	power’	–	Johnson	was,	after	all,	dealing	with	the	reality	of	a	
portion	of	the	universe	–	and	with	Bishop	Berkeley.)	
Schleiermacher	 belonged	 to	 a	 Berlin	 Wednesday	 Club,10	 a	
club	 to	 which	 ‘everyone’	 belonged	 –	 everyone,	 who	 was	 anyone,	
everyone,	who	was	 a	Romanticist,	 everyone,	 if	 you	were	Schlegel,	
the	 translator,	 or	Schlegel	 (Junior),	 [Friedrich],	 both	of	 them	 ‘great	
theorists	of	romanticism’;11or	if	you	were	Tieck,	story-teller	and	poet,	
or	Wackenroder,	 who	wrote	 in	 the	 1790s	 that	music	 ‘shows	 us	 all	
the	movements	of	our	spirit,	disembodied’;12	or	 (lastly)	 if	you	were	
‘that	divine	youth	who	too	early	fell	asleep,	to	whom	all	that	his	spirit	




‘The	 true	 intellectual	 father’	 of	 this	 ‘Romantic	 School’	 writes	
Oman,	‘was	Goethe,	and	his	Wilhelm	Meister	was	 their	 ideal.’	And	
Oman	goes	on:
The	 germ	 of	 much	 of	 Schleiermacher’s	 thought	 is	 here—!	




What	 with	 Goethe	 was	 art	 with	 the	 younger	 generation	




the	winds,	 lived	on	an	eponymous	 island;	 and	 the	eponymous	harp	
was	a	box	with	strings	across	it,	which	made	musical	or	quasi-musical	
sounds,	when	the	wind	blew	over	it.	What	Homer	tells	us	is	this:




Rose’s	 Handbook of Greek Mythology offers	 here	 a	 brief	 note:	
‘Od., X,	 I	 foll.,	where	 no	 one	 is	 in	 the	 least	 shocked	 at	 the	 family	
arrangements.’	
But,	 however	 these	 arrangements	 may	 have	 been,	 to	 say	 that	
the	Wednesday	 Club	 was	 ‘by	 critical	 resolve	…	 determined	 to	 be	
the	uncritical	Aeolian	harp	of	every	feeling’	is	tantamount	to	saying	
that	with	 this	Romantic	 group	we	 are	 dealing	with	 a	 rebirth	 of	 the	
imagination.	 Through	 religion,	 says	 Schleiermacher,	 ‘the	 universal	
existence of all finite things in the Infinite lives immediately in us.’ 
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‘[R]eligion,’ he says, ‘is sense and taste for the Infinite.’	16	Or	again:
[The phenomenon of your life] is fleeting and transparent as 
the	vapour	which	the	dew	breathes	on	blossom	and	fruit,	it	is	
bashful	 and	 tender	 as	 a	maiden’s	kiss,	 it	 is	 holy	 and	 fruitful	
as	a	bridal	embrace	…	It	is	the	holy	wedlock	of	the	Universe	





In	 his	 autobiography:	 Truth and Poetry,	 Goethe	 has	 the	 following	
passage	on	Hamann	and	action.	It	goes	like	this:
The	 principle	 to	 which	 all	 of	 Hamann’s	 expressions	 can	 be	
reduced	is	this.	“All	that	man	undertakes	to	perform,	whether	
by	deed	or	word,	or	otherwise,	must	come	from	all	his	powers	
united; everything individual, dismembered, is worthless.” A 
splendid	maxim!	but	hard	to	follow.18
According	 (I	 think)	 to	 Paul	 Valéry,	 thinking	 is	 like	 walking;	 a	
perpetual	move	from	one	point	of	imbalance	to	another,	much	as	by	
















The	 word	 phren (s.v. Liddell and Scott) produces meaning 3: 
‘mind’,	meaning	2:	‘heart’,	and	meaning	1:	‘midriff’.	From	phren we	
get ‘phrenology’: the study of the brain, its surface and configuration. 
‘Midriff’	means	the	‘middle	of	the	hrif’’	(Old	English)	–	the	hrif is	the	
‘belly’.	
When Odysseus arrives home and finds that others have arrived 
home	too,	the	narrator	comments:	
…	 even	 as	 a	 bitch	 stands	 over	 her	 tender	whelps	 growling,	
when	she	spies	a	man	she	knows	not,	and	she	is	eager	to	assail	
him,	so	growled	his	heart	within	him	in	his	wrath	at	their	evil	





Take the word: ‘reflect’. By etymology it goes back from the Latin 
flecto to	‘bend’	to	the	Greek	word	pholkos,	which	means	(probably)	
‘bandy-legged’	and	to	another	related	word	phalkes,	which	means	‘the	
bent	 rib	 of	 a	 ship’;	 and	 then	goes	 forward	 again	 to	 the	Latin	word	
falco,	‘a	falcon’,	with	its	curved	claws	and	beak	–	and	perhaps	also	to	
falx which	means	‘sickle’	or	‘pruning-hook’.	
Reflection, that is, is the bending back of thought upon itself, to 
see	whether	that	thinking	has	or	has	not	been	well	and	truly	done.
But to return, briefly, to Hamann.
Of	 the	 sensitive	 and	 complex	matter	 of	Hamann’s	 ‘marriage	 of	
conscience’	(Gewissensehe),	Gregor	Smith	says	the	following:
About	the	same	time	as	Herder	came	to	Königsberg,	the	second	
of the two new figures began to dominate Hamann’s passions. 






To Nicolai, one of the leading figures of the Enlightenment in Berlin, 
Hamann	wrote	 of	 ‘a	 left-handed	marriage’	with	Anna	Regina;	 and,	
to Herder, that there was to be no official marriage, ‘“not because 
I	am	 too	proud,	 for	 I	 am	 too	 thankful,	but	because	 I	am	convinced	





avoided.	According	 to	Martin	Seils	 it	 ‘constitutes	 the	basic	element	
of	life	(sexus)	and	language	(genus)’	[das Grundelement des Lebens 
(sexus) und der Sprache (genus) bildet].26	 And	 the	 Magus	 of	 the	
North,	 furthermore,	gives	himself	 to	extended	lallation,	 to	extended	
glossolalia on the ‘rhapsody of fig-leaves’ of Adam and Eve.
And	 Hamann	 quotes,	 for	 example,	 Manilius	 Astronomy Bk	
IV:	 ‘Everyone	 is	 a	 representation	 of	 God,	 in	 a	 miniature	 image’	
[Exemplumque DEI quisque est in imagine parva].	For	Hamann,	the	
language	of	which	mankind	is	in	search	can	be	found	everywhere	–	in	





was	 that	God	was	not	 a	 geometer,	 not	 a	mathematician,	 but	 a	 poet	
…’.27 The first three words of the Septuagint are these: en arche(i) 
epoiese,	‘In	the	beginning	he	made…	epoiese means:	‘he	made’.	And	
poiesis means	‘poetry’.	Poetry	is	par excellence God’s	business.
The	 movement	 of	 which	 Schleiermacher	 and	 Hamann	 were	 major	
figures was called Romantic, because it stemmed ultimately from 




















and	 thought	 that	 the	Troubadours	were	beginning	 to	 think	–	within	
history	and nowhere else was	real	life	to	be	found.	
And	next,	chronologically,	after	the	Troubadours,	we	get	the	Chanson 
de Geste	 (early	 twelfth	 century),	 the	 Song	 of	 Roland,	 who	 along	






Mimesis,	 his classic	 account	 of	 The Representation of Reality in 
Western Literature:
Il avint, pres de set anz
Que je seus come païsanz
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Aloie querant avantures,
Armez de totes armeüres











affirmative. I know no other way of giving the mind a love of 







Essays – the first on Chivalry, the	second	on	Romance, and	the	third	
on Drama.32
Coleridge	and	Scott,	that	is,	have	been	walking	in	the	footsteps	of	
the	Troubadours	and	have	been	embroiled	 in	 the	 loves	and	hates	of	
King Arthur’s Court. It is immeasurable, infinite love that makes both 
worlds go round: the world, first, of medieval romance and, second, 
the	world	of	the	eighteenth-	and	nineteenth-century	romantic	revival.	
And	in	The Heart of Midlothian (Chapter	XLII,	at	 the	beginning	in	




scenery …’ In writing a romance, he finds it necessary to use the 
adjective	‘romantic’.
But the Romantic Movement of, say, 1770–1830 is no mere revival! 








and at any rate deeply influenced by it.
And	towards	the	end:	





you must adapt yourself. There is only, if not the flow, the 
endless	self-creativity	of	the	universe.33
The	reader	so	far	has	not	had,	or	not	precisely	had,	a	Spinozistic	series	
of	 propositions	 demonstrated	 in	 geometrical	 order	 (Ethica ordine 
geometrico demonstrata),	 but	 something	 very	 much	 more	 like	 the	
following	short	extract	from	Collingwood’s	Essay on Metaphysics:
In unscientific thinking our thoughts are coagulated into knots 
and tangles; we fish up a thought out of our minds like an 
anchor	foul	of	its	own	cable,	hanging	upside-down	and	draped	






his	Physics)	a	pa(i) bo kai kino tan gan (a	‘Where	am	I	to	go	and	move	
the	earth?’).	There	is	perhaps	just	a	space	to	provide,	not	a	catena,	but	
some	loose	links.
In	 the	 Inferno, IV.131, Dante speaks of il maestro di color che 
sanno,	‘the	Master	of	those	who	know’.	







do	without:	‘Ich bin ein Berliner’,	but	we	can	do	with	a	different	John	
Kennedy	sentence:	‘Our	problems	are	man-made,	therefore	they	can	
be	solved	by	man	…’.	Who	 the	 third	 is,	 I	 think	 I	need	not	 tell	 this	







next	 after	 the	 Physics’,	 of	 ‘First	 Philosophy’,	 and	 of	 ‘Theology’	
(theologike).	And	 to	 these	may	 be	 added	 ‘Wisdom’,	 or	Sophia.	He	
writes	in	an	extremely	spare,	sparse	or	lapidary	style.	On	Aristotle,	in	
his	contrast	with	Plato,	the	literary	critic,	F.	L.	Lucas	says	this:	















incarnation	 (or	 embodiment	 in	 a	 person	 or	 persons	 or	 all	 persons),	
crucifixion (or agony and death, to which all persons are in some sort 
subject),	and	lastly	resurrection	(or	awakening,	or	immortality).37	Or	








To which Bultmann’s imperative may finally, may eschatologically 
be	added:
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